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White Lies Matter: The Evolution, Persistence, and Impact of Scientific Racism
Scientific racism is a pseudoscientific philosophy that espouses the idea that human races
are discreet categories that can be discerned empirically via scientific methods, that these
categories of races are inherently ordered in such a way that there is a superior race, and that the
social context in which we live is preordained by simple biology (Charmantier, 2020). Such
beliefs are patently false, as any evidence that supports these theories of racial hierarchy have
been proven to be pseudoscientific falsehoods (Harvard Library, n.d.). Nevertheless, scientific
racism persists.
The origins of scientific racism are rooted in part in evolutionary biology, a field with a
history particularly fraught with the promotion of racism. Many of these threads of racism can be
traced all the way back to some of the first prominent evolutionary biologists. By tracing the
history of scientific racism, we can contextualize past explicit biases with current implicit biases.
Once these areas of bias have been identified, then the work to trim them and foster the growth
of new research that better reflects the scientific reality of race and evolution can begin. Not only
is this pruning of racist ideas necessary for the betterment of the scientific community, but it is
also vital for the continued education of the general public. The scientific community, especially
that of evolutionary biology has played an instrumental role in shaping the global
understanding—or more aptly, misunderstanding of race. Therefore, the duty to rectify this
misunderstanding also lies on the shoulders of evolutionary biology.
The Evolution of Scientific Racism
Carl Linnaeus is a name easily recognized even by novice biologists. He pioneered the
use of binomial nomenclature to systematically categorize living organisms. The techniques
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which he devised in the early 1700s are still the standard practice for evolutionary biologists to
this day, with minimal modification. Perhaps his most famous work, the Systema Naturae is the
piece of literature in which he attempted to classify all living organisms according to the natural
order established by the Christian God (Linnaeus, 1735).
The Systema Naturae delineates the usage of binomial nomenclature and is a
foundational text in evolutionary biology. Binomial nomenclature assigns each species a twopart name following the pattern of genus listed first and species listed second. For example, the
tiger belongs to the genus Panthera and the species tigris, so in binomial nomenclature is given
the denomination Panthera tigris. Within the first nine editions of the Systema Naturae,
Linnaeus used his system of binomial nomenclature to define humanity’s place in the grander
scheme of a divine order and was the first to classify humans as animals. However, rather than
place all humans as Homo sapiens, a unified species, he divided the genus Homo was into four
types; Europaeus albus, Americanus rubenscens, Asiaticus fuscus, and Africanus niger. These
were explicitly classified as ‘varieties’ in Linnaeus’ writings, but that distinction hardly
dissuaded the interpretation that humans were divided into subspecies (Charmantier, 2020). As
well, in Linnaeus’ 10th edition of the Systema Naturae, he further characterized each variety of
humans with moral and physical attributes mirroring the four humors of medieval medicine; red
blood, black bile, yellow bile, and white phlegm (Charmantier, 2020).
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Skin color, Physical traits relating
medical
to hair color and form,
temperament,
eye color, and
body posture distinctive facial traits

Manner of clothing

Form of
government

Straight, black and thick
hair; gaping nostrils;
Unyielding,
[freckled] face;
cheerful, free
beardless chin

Paints himself in a
maze of red lines

Governed by
customary
right

Europaeus

White,
sanguine,
muscular

Plenty of yellow hair;
blue eyes

Light, wise,
inventor

Protected by tight
clothing

Governed by
rites

Asiaticus

Sallow,
melancholic,
stiff

Blackish hair, dark eyes

Stern, haughty, Protected by loose
greedy
garments

Governed by
opinions

Black,
phlegmatic,
lazy

Dark hair, with many
twisting braids; silky
skin; flat nose; swollen Sly, sluggish,
lips; Women [with]
neglectful
elongated labia; breasts
lactating profusely.

Species

Red, choleric
Americanus
and straight

Africanus

Behavior

Governed by
Anoints himself with
choice
fat
[caprice]

Table 1 Summary of the Homo Genus as Described in the Systema Naturae (10), Carl Linnaeus,
1758. The table does not include the Ferus and Monstrosus varieties for clarity. Adapted from
Linnaeus and Race, by Dr. Isabelle Charmantier, 2020, The Linnean Society of London.
In the above table, we can clearly see that the four varieties of humans are ascribed colors
aligned loosely with their geographic range; red, white, sallow—which can mean both ‘yellow’
and ‘sickly,’ and black, aligned to the Americas, Europe, Asia, and Africa, respectively. In these
color classifications, combined with the less than savory descriptors of each ‘variety’ of humans
that was not of the European or ‘white’ kind, we can easily see the establishment of the modern
definitions of races and many of their fundamental stereotypes. Linnaeus’ original descriptions
throughout all editions of the Systema Naturae do not use the terms ‘race’ or ‘subspecies’ to
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describe the classification of humans, and it was not until 1792 that an English translation of the
Systema Naturae described Linnaeus’s varieties as subspecies (Charmantier, 2020). This
classification scheme provided the foundation for classifying human variation into discrete
hierarchies and was the catalyst for using the guise of science to forward racist ideals.
While Linnaeus himself was not an evolutionary biologist—in fact, Linnaeus did not
believe in evolution at all, his hierarchical scheme of categorizing organisms is essential to the
classification of species in evolutionary biology. Linnaeus’ original naming scheme is largely
unchanged, although the methods used by modern evolutionary biologists have been modified
and expanded upon to better reflect current understandings of the relationships between
organisms. As discussed earlier, Linnaeus’ classification scheme of binomial nomenclature
names species with genus listed first and species second. For the species, Panthera tigris and
Panthera leo, their names tell us that they are distinct species; tigris and leo or tiger and lion, but
that they are from the same genus, Panthera, and so had a common ancestor that was more
recent in their evolutionary history. As we peel back the layers of relationship more distantly
related organisms can be grouped together. Felis catis, the domestic cat shares neither of its
binomial titles with Panthera tigris or Panthera leo, but the three are all within the same family,
Felidae. Moving back from family brings us to order, in this case Carnivora, which allows
evolutionary biologists to group all organisms from the family Felidae to all the organisms in
that order, including the family Canidae, of which Vulpes vulpes is a member. The layers go
back again to class, phylum, and finally kingdom, each level of classification representing a
divergence from a common ancestor. This schema devised by Linnaeus informs the way that
evolutionary biologists classify organisms and their relationships, as well as how they think
about these relationships.
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Evolutionary biology—and arguably biology itself—cannot be discussed without the
inclusion of the preeminent evolutionary biologist himself, Charles Darwin. In 1859, Darwin’s
most famous work, On the Origin of Species, was published. In this book, Darwin delineated his
theory of evolution, which forged the way for an entire field of biology to flourish and deepen
our understanding of the natural world. Darwin’s contributions to the sciences and evolutionary
biology in particular are impossible to overstate. While Darwin himself did not explicitly
forward any racist views, much of his work has been used and interpreted to justify scientific
racism and other pseudoscientific fields based in prejudice. Thus, Darwin’s legacy is not limited
only to his positive influences, but to the negative ones as well. In particular, Darwin’s ideas
about evolution laid the groundwork for influential work that was explicitly racist. Indeed, his
ideas shaped the thinking of many race scientists, some of whom established the pseudoscientific
fields of Social Darwinism and eugenics.
Before diving into the origins of Social Darwinism and eugenics, it is important to
consider the work of Ernst Haeckel. Haeckel, influenced by both Linnaeus and Darwin, created a
phylogeny that divided humans into 12 species and 36 races as demonstrated in Figure 1. It is
important to note that ‘race’ is used as a euphemism for ‘subspecies’ when discussing humans
but that the terms can be used interchangeably (Templeton, 2013).
Haeckel’s phylogeny of humans pulls together the Linnean and Darwinian threads;
drawing racial categorization from Linnaeus, and evolutionary hierarchy from Darwin. When
combined, we see one of the first clear examples of the organization of human populations into
an evolutionary hierarchy of races. In the phylogeny presented in Figure 1, Haeckel places
Caucasians and other European or ‘white’ races near the top, possibly implicating their
superiority. Races with darker skin tones also tend to be placed closer phylogenetically and
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physically to “primaeval men,” possibly implicating that they are somehow ‘less evolved’ than
the other races. Haeckel’s work may have influenced the thinking of Alfred Rosenberg, Hitler’s
appointed head of the Nazi Party (Kenyon-Flatt, 2021).

Figure 1. Haeckel’s Pedigree of Twelve Species of Men, The History of Creation (2), 1880
Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is later taken by Herbert Spencer in The
Principles of Biology (1910) and pared down into the phrase, “survival of the fittest.” Some of
Spencer’s thoughts on the matter are quoted as follows:
This survival of the fittest, which I have here sought to express in mechanical terms, is
that which Mr. Darwin has called “natural selection, or the preservation of [favored]
races in the struggle for life…” That organisms which live, thereby prove themselves fit
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for living, in so far as they have been tried, while organisms which die, thereby prove
themselves in some respects unfitted for living, are facts no less manifest than is the fact
that this self-purification of a species must tend ever to insure adaptation between it and
its environment… That the average [vigor] of any race would be diminished did the
diseased and feeble habitually survive and propagate; and that the destruction of such,
through failure to fulfil some of the conditions to life, leaves behind those which are able
to fulfil the conditions to life, and thus keeps up the average fitness to the conditions of
life; are almost self-evident truths… To [Darwin] we owe due appreciation of the fact
that natural selection is capable of producing fitness between organisms and their
circumstances. He has worked up an enormous mass of evidence showing that this
“preservation of [favored] races in the struggle for life,” is an ever-acting cause of
divergence among organic forms. (pp. 531-532)
The sentiments relayed in the above passage demonstrate well how Spencer came to be
one of the most influential voices advocating for Social Darwinism (Falk, 2020). Social
Darwinism, for the uninitiated, is based on the belief that natural selection is a force acting upon
human populations to bring about a better adapted, more evolved human species. On the surface
this might seem benign, but Social Darwinism also claims that differences in wealth, education,
and other such factors that are largely created by societal convention are in fact biologically
predetermined. For those who find themselves lacking in wealth, education, or other desirable
qualities, Social Darwinists purport that natural selection will act upon them and help further the
evolution of the human species by removing unfit individuals from the reproductive pool.
Social Darwinism ultimately did not become the dominant strain of scientific racism
moving into the 19th century, thanks in part to an even more insidious version of scientific racism
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proposed and promoted by Darwin’s cousin, Sir Francis Galton. In 1883, Galton coined the term
‘eugenics’ in the footnotes of his publication, Inquiries into human faculty and its development.
Eugenics, as Galton described it originally in 1883, was:
a brief word to express the science of improving stock, which is by no means confined to
questions of judicious mating, but which, especially in the case of man, takes cognizance
of all influences that tend in however remote a degree to give to the more suitable races
or strains of blood a better chance of prevailing speedily over the less suitable than they
otherwise would have had (pp. 24-25)
After conceiving the idea of eugenics, Galton becomes obsessed with it, treating it as a
utopia heralding pseudo-religion more than a scientific line of inquiry (Ball). Galton fervently
believed that eugenics was the method required to facilitate contemporary human evolution and
improve humanity beyond its current state, which he saw as largely inadequate in areas of
intelligence and talent (Ball). Distinguishing itself from Social Darwinism, which supported
natural selection against ‘undesirable’ human traits, eugenics aimed to take the reins of evolution
in hand to drive humanity towards superiority. As Galton stated in Memories of my life, from
1908, in a section titled “Race Improvement”:
I conceive it to fall well within [man’s] province to replace Natural Selection by other
processes that are more merciful and not less effective. This is precisely the aim of
Eugenics. Its first object is to check the birth-rate of the Unfit, instead of allowing them
to come into being, though doomed in large numbers to perish prematurely. The second
object is the improvement of the race by furthering the productivity of the Fit by early
marriages and healthful rearing of their children. Natural Selection rests upon excessive
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production and wholesale destruction; Eugenics on bringing no more individuals into the
world than can be properly cared for, and those only of the best stock (pp. 323)
Several things are implicated in the above passage, but the primary thread that is carried
over to later proponents of eugenics is that reproduction of ‘Unfit’ individuals must be
prevented, while the reproduction of ‘Fit’ individuals must be encouraged early and often. These
threads are often described as negative and positive eugenics, respectively (Wilson, 2013).
Galton’s ideas about eugenics did not catch on heavily in Europe at the time of its
inception, but they did catch on quickly and strongly across the Atlantic in America. To
endeavor to delineate every instance of scientific racism or eugenics in America would
unfortunately but certainly be an effort in futility. Considering the great overlap between racism,
classism, ableism, and sexism, the following discussion of American eugenics will not be limited
to explicitly race related instances in order to paint a more robust picture of the facets of
intolerance at play. Nevertheless, the heavily abridged chronology that follows should serve as a
succinct series of vignettes that illustrate the extensive involvement America has had in
cultivating and disseminating scientific racism and white supremacy both within and without its
borders.
To start, in 1896, Connecticut illegalized the marriage of people with epilepsy and those
who were deemed ‘feeble-minded’ (Carlaw, 2019). In 1903, the American Breeder’s Association
(ABA) was established, an organization that aimed to improve human breeding via eugenics
(Carlaw, 2019). In 1907, Indian passed the first forced sterilization law, and two years later in
1909, California passed its own laws about forced sterilization and over the next century
sterilized over 20,000 people without their consent (Bouche & Rivard, 2014). These sterilization
laws disproportionately affected women and minorities, and especially those who fit in both
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assigned categories (Eugenics, 2019). Charles Davenport, a notable American eugenicist, who
was a member of the ABA, founded the Eugenics Record Office (ERO) in 1910; he would later
publicly support the racial hygiene and eugenics policies put in place by Nazi Germany (Carlaw,
2019). The ERO kept records of family pedigrees that tracked, “the inheritance of physical,
mental, and moral traits,” in the effort to foster eugenics in America for three decades (Bouche &
Rivard, 2014). In 1911, the Race Betterment Foundation (RBF) was founded by John Harvey
Kellogg, who believed that race mixing would cause degeneracy and harm the white race
(Carlaw, 2019). By 1913, mixed race marriages had been illegalized in 29 states (Carlaw, 2019).
In 1924, the Johnson-Reed Act was passed, placing a quota on the number of non-Nordic
Europeans could immigrate to the United States, and completely excluding Asian immigrants
(National Human Genome Research Institute, 2021). In 1927, the Buck v Bell County case
federally legalized forced sterilization for people deemed mentally unfit (National Human
Genome Research Institute, 2021).
American eugenics and scientific racism established during the first half of the 20th
century did not stay isolated to North America. Instead, they went on to inspire many of the
practices and policies put in place by recent history’s most notorious genocidal regime—Nazi
Germany. For example, Zyklon-B was one of the compounds used in the gas chambers in Nazi
Germany (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), 2021). Its use was
implemented after Gerhard Peters, a German scientist, wrote about its efficacy in dealing with
‘vermin’ in the pest control journal, Anzeiger für Schädlingskunde, in 1938 and suggested its use
in German ‘disinfection chambers’ (Cockburn, 2007). Peters cited the use of Zyklon-B in El
Paso, Texas, USA, where it was used alongside, “gasoline, kerosene, sodium cyanide,
cyanogens, [and] sulfuric acid,” on migrant workers from Mexico in an extreme measure to
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prevent the spread of typhus bearing lice (Cockburn, 2007). Peters later became the head of
Degesch, the company that supplied Zyklon-B to the Nazis, which would then be used in
Birkenau to kill, “more than one million Jews and tens of thousands of Roma, Poles, and Soviet
prisoners of war” (Cockburn, 2007 & USHMM, 2021).
Several other American policies were cited by the Nazis as being informative of their
own laws and statutes regarding race. Hitler himself referred to American eugenics in Mein
Kampf in 1934 as an inspiration for the concept of a superior Aryan or white race presiding over
a racial hierarchy (Eugenics, 2019 & Whitman, 2017). American immigration laws, namely the
Johnson-Reed Act, were, “as Nazi lawyers observed, [designed] to preserve the dominance of
“Nordic” blood in the United States” (Whitman, 2017). American anti-miscegenation laws,
which forbade the intermarrying of people of different races, were cited as an inspiration for
similar statutes found in the Nuremberg Laws (Whitman, 2017).
The Persistence of Scientific Racism
After World War II, public support of eugenics fell out of vogue and although it certainly
maintained its presence under the radar, more subtle veins of scientific racism tend to dominate
contemporarily. But that shift does not discount the fact that outright eugenic practices continued
to be implemented in recent history. In 1976, estimates of between 25-50% of Native Americans
were forcibly sterilized in the preceding six year period, an act which perpetuated the ongoing
genocide of indigenous Americans (Eugenics, 2019). The documentary, Belly of the Beast,
directed by Erika Cohn, revealed that sterilizations in Californian prisons continued until 2013,
disproportionately targeting black women and women of color (2020). Kelli Dillon was one such
woman who was told, falsely, that she had abnormal cells and subsequently sterilized via
hysterectomy without consent (Cohn, 2020). Dillon, a black woman, was only one of nearly
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1,400 women who were lied to and forcibly sterilized by the California Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation between 1997 and 2013 (Cohn, 2020). According to the
documentary, many of these sterilizations via hysterectomy or tubal ligation were performed so
that doctors could practice these procedures (Cohn, 2020). One of the doctors who practiced
forced sterilization was alleged to have said that the procedures—sterilizations, which cost over
$100,000 in taxpayer money, was cheaper than, “…what you save in welfare paying for these
unwanted children – as they procreated more” (Cohn, 2020). This statement echoing eugenics
sentiments akin to Galton, who, in Memories of My Life (1908) wrote the following:
It is known that…charity furthers by indirect and unsuspected ways the production of the
Unfit; it is most desirable that money and other attention bestowed on harmful forms of
charity should be diverted to the production and well-being of the Fit. For clearness of
explanation we may divide newly married couples into three classes, with respect to the
probable civic worth of their offspring. There would be a small class of " desirables," a
large class of “passables," of whom nothing more will be said here, and a small class of
"undesirables." It would clearly be advantageous to the country if social and moral
support as well as timely material help were extended to the desirables, and not
[monopolized] as it is now apt to be by the undesirables. (p. 322)
The belief that the forcible sterilization of these women was beneficial to society was not
limited to the doctors performing the procedures. When news of these forced sterilizations was
made public, hundreds of comments from the public flooded in, echoing racist and eugenicist
sentiments such as it being better for society that these ‘welfare queens’ and ‘black thugs’ were
forcibly sterilized (Cohn, 2020).
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Another prominent area of scientific racism that persists to the modern day is the false
claim that intelligence is a heritable trait that is heritable on racial lines. The conflation of
intelligence and race was a key argument presented in The Bell Curve, coauthored by Charles
Murray and Richard Herrnstein, and published in 1994. The book asserted that differences in IQ
scores reflected genetic differences in intelligence based on race (APA Staff, 2014). One of the
coauthors of The Bell Curve, Charles Murray, stated the following at a 20 year anniversary
question and answer session hosted by Nicole Goodnow in 2014:
There is a mean difference in black and white scores on mental tests, historically about
one standard deviation in magnitude on IQ tests (IQ tests are normed so that the mean is
100 points and the standard deviation is 15). This difference is not the result of test bias,
but reflects differences in cognitive functioning…Since the decoding of the genome, it
has been securely established that race is not a social construct, evolution continued long
after humans left Africa along different paths in different parts of the world, and recent
evolution involves cognitive as well as physiological functioning.
In this statement, Murray, refuses to give credence to any factors that do not support his
racist worldview of a genetic difference between intelligence scores on IQ tests. In the same
statement, Murray even asserts that the decoding of the genome proves race as a biological fact,
despite the fact that the studies he references routinely disprove the claim that race is biological.
It would be prudent here to recall that the usage of the terms race and subspecies are
synonymous when arguing that they have an evolutionary basis.
The Bell Curve may have been written nearly three decades ago, and the use of IQ tests
has seriously diminished, but there are still bastions of scientific racism that aim to assert that
racially tied genetic components contribute to the intelligence of individuals. With the advent of
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the internet, along with general improvements in communication, the dissemination of
information has become easier and faster, such that misinformation is now much easier to
peddle. Lack of accountability on the part of those who would deal in mistruths, along with the
general public’s lack of knowledge on how to parse through credible and noncredible sources
contributes greatly to the propagation of fallacies both in and out of scientific spheres. One such
source of fallacies rooted in scientific racism is Mankind Quarterly, a pseudoscientific alt-right
think tank masquerading as a scientific publication. Founded in 1961 by Otmar von Verschuer, a
former Nazi scientist, and Roger Pearson, a British eugenicist, Mankind Quarterly is a somewhat
fringe, yet oddly influential platform for scientific racism (Skibba, 2021). A scattered sampling
of article titles from Mankind Quarterly (see Table 2) demonstrates the overtly racist avenues of
study being pursued by the publication. Similar to The Bell Curve, several articles in Mankind
Quarterly attempt to support claims that race and intelligence are genetically and evolutionarily
linked. In fact, not only are the articles similar in their efforts to associate race and intelligence,
but the authors of The Bell Curve also actually cited studies from Mankind Quarterly and authors
associated with the journal to support these claims (Saini, 2019). It seems quite obvious from the
titles of these articles alone that the authors and supposed researchers pick the racist stereotype
that they want to prove first and then work to fit evidence to their claims. One article in
particular from Mankind Quarterly (see Table 2) conflates race-based ancestry and general
intelligence, g, and asserts that greater amounts of European ancestry in African-Americans
confers greater g scores (Hu, 2022).
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Article Title

Author(s)

Year of
Publication

Racial and Ethnic Differences in Altruism Assessed by Blood
Donation

Richard Lynn

2020

The Greatest Collective Scientific Fraud of the 20th Century:
The Demolition of Differential Psychology and Eugenics

Helmuth Nyborg

2011

Racial Differences and the Probability of C2orf16 rs191912 to
be the Major Gene Locus of General Cognitive Ability

Volkmar Weiss

2011

More Evidence of an Association between European Ancestry
and g among African Americans: An Analysis of a Nationally
Representative Sample of American Youth

Meng Hu

2022

Race vis-à-vis Latitude: Their Influence on Intelligence,
Infectious Diseases, and Income

Federico R. León

2016

Cheating in Sport and Racial Differences in Psychopathic
Personality

Edward Dutton
and Richard
Lynn

2015

Racial Differences in Sexual Dimorphism as an Explanation
for Differences in Olympic Track and Field Achievement

Edward Dutton
and Richard A.
Stretch

2014

Recent Studies of Ethnic Differences in the Cognitive Ability of
Adolescents in the United Kingdom

Richard Lynn
and John G. R.
Fuerst

2021

Table 2. Mankind Quarterly articles that are based in and promote scientific racism
Misinformation that promotes racism is not just limited to extremist right-wing think
tanks. It can be found, perhaps more troublingly, in textbooks. Ranging from elementary to
collegiate level publications, historical revisionism and scientific racism still find themselves
stuck between the pages of textbooks in American schools. Textbooks published by Abeka, Bob
Jones University Press, and Accelerated Christian Education are among the most popular
textbooks used in American private schools; collectively, the three publications are found in over
one-third of all private schools in America (Klein, 2021). The textbooks offer a revisionist
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version of American history, especially with respect to race in America, describing enslaved
African-Americans as “black immigrants” and seem overall to forward white supremacist
ideology (Klein, 2021). In an excerpt cited by Klein (2021) from the Accelerated Christian
Education textbook describing the post-Civil War reconstruction period:
Under radical reconstruction, the south suffered. Great southern leaders and much of the
old aristocracy were unable to vote or hold office. The result was that state legislatures
were filled with illiterate or incompetent men. Northerners who were eager to make
money or gain power during the crisis rushed to the south … For all these reasons,
reconstruction led to graft and corruption and reckless spending. In retaliation, many
southerners formed secret organizations to protect themselves and their society from
anarchy. Among these groups was the Ku Klux Klan, a clandestine group of white men
who went forth at night dressed in white sheets and pointed white hoods.
To say that the description of America’s preeminent racist terrorist group as, “secret
organizations [formed] to protect [southerners] and their society from anarchy,” severely
understates the vitriolic, racist, and violent nature of the KKK, instead masquerading the group
as benevolent watchmen who safeguarded their idyllic, southern, white communities from the
anarchy of racial equality. That these textbooks are not the only purportedly authoritative sources
of information for so many children, teenagers, and young adults in America is perhaps the most
offensive detail to be noted. At the collegiate level, despite a general notion that higher levels of
education trend towards being more liberal, there remain textbooks that disseminate racist
materials. For example, in Evolutionary Analysis (5), by Jon C. Herron and Scott Freeman
(2014), there is a clear instance of Anti-Asian bias in a figure (see Figure 2) and passage
discussing the zoonosis, or transfer of animal disease to humans, of Simian Immunodeficiency
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Virus (SIV) to Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). That this figure was presented in a text
on evolutionary biology reveals the fact that this field has not separated itself from its racist
origins.

Figure 2. Phylogeny of Closely Related HIV and SIV Strains (Herron & Freeman, 2014)
A large facet of scientific racism levied against Asian-Americans, and Asians in general,
is the stereotype that Asians harbor diseases and eat weird animals that give them disease,
making them more prone to zoonosis (see Figure 6). This racist trope has been especially
prevalent during the currently ongoing Covid-19 pandemic (see Figure 6). The textbook figure
and its associated language unnecessarily promote these racist tropes. The passage claims that
the humans, “got HIV, probably as a result of butchering [chimps] for food,” while chimps
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simply, “got HIV from monkeys” (Herron & Freeman, 2014). The speculative nature of the
phrase, paired with the negative connotations of the word ‘butchering’ lend a platform to the
notion that non-Western (or non-white) food sources are barbaric or primitive and therefore
inherently unclean. Furthermore, this statement stands in stark contrast to the language used in a
subsequent passage later in the text to describe the zoonosis of avian flu, as stated in the text,
“[t]he virus ultimately arose in birds, then jumped to pigs. After evolving better adaptedness to
pigs, the virus was able to switch to humans” (Herron & Freeman, 2014, p. 544).
The Impact of Scientific Racism
While the impacts of scientific racism are widely varied, perhaps the most revealing
consequences of inequality are health disparities between racial groups. For example,
spirometers, which are instruments designed to measure lung capacity in humans, have a “racebased correction” that ascribes a 10-15% lower lung capacity for Black patients and 4-6% lower
for Asian patients compared to White patients (Anderson et al., 2021). This race-based correction
is one that—especially during a pandemic caused by a virus that causes respiratory illness, could
lead to lower health outcomes for non-White patients (Anderson et al., 2021). While the precise
link between racial correction in spirometers and worse health outcomes for non-White patients
is still being researched, it takes only a quick glance at statistics on rates of infection,
hospitalization, and death in COVID-19 cases by race and ethnicity to see that COVID-19
disproportionately affects non-White populations across America (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Risk for COVID-19 Infection, Hospitalization, and Death by Race/Ethnicity (CDC,
2022)
In general, health outcomes for non-White populations in America are significantly
poorer than for their white counterparts. The CDC, in an article titled, Racism and Health,
summarized this rather succinctly in that the “data show that racial and ethnic minority groups,
throughout the United States, experience higher rates of illness and death across a wide range of
health conditions, including diabetes, hypertension, obesity, asthma, and heart disease, when
compared to their White counterparts” (2021). Life expectancy is one of the more obvious
examples of areas where black people in America display significantly lower outcomes than their
white counterparts (see Figure 4). The data clearly show that there is a disparity in life
expectancy between white Americans and black Americans overall and that the COVID-19
pandemic also seems to be disproportionately affecting the life expectancy of black Americans
compared to white Americans (Arias, et al., 2021).

21

Figure 4. Life expectancy at birth, by Hispanic origin and race: United States, 2019-2020 (Arias,
et al., 2021)
Another poignant example of the disparity between white and black patients in America
is the maternal mortality rate in childbirth (see Figure 5). The data here clearly show that black
patients have a significantly higher maternal mortality rate than their white counterparts (Hoyert,
2020). This disparity ranged from between 2.5-3x higher maternal mortality rates for black
patients as compared to white patients (Hoyert, 2020).
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Figure 5. Maternal Mortality by Hispanic Origin and Race: United States, 2018-2020 (Hoyert,
2020)
The effects of scientific racism do not exist in a vacuum, but instead leech into the public
sphere, trickling down from pseudoscientific publications to right wing politicians and media
moguls and finally the impressionable masses. Replacement theory is perhaps the perfect
example of what used to be a somewhat fringe nationalist belief that has since mutated into a
white supremacist rallying cry. Stemming from the writings of Maurice Barres, a French
nationalist, but later refined and popularized by Renaud Camus, replacement theory, or “The
Great Replacement,” promotes the belief that white people are being ‘replaced’ by non-white
immigrants to the point of total annihilation of the white race (Anti-Defamation League, 2021).
Replacement theory has become a calling card of white supremacists and can be linked to
multiple incidences of hate crimes and terrorist attacks (Anti-Defamation League, 2021 and
Confessore & Yourish, 2022). The 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, Virginia,
wherein white supremacist terrorists marched across the University of Virginia’s campus and
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asserted that they would not be replaced by Jews, was perhaps the catalyst that pushed
replacement theory into the mainstream (Anti-Defamation League, 2021). Several other white
supremacist terror attacks have followed and escalated past the Unite the Right rally, including
the Tree of Life synagogue shooting in October 2018 by Robert Bowers, who killed 11 people
after blaming Jews for the influx of non-white immigrants and refugees (Anti-Defamation
League, 2021). The Christchurch, New Zealand mass-shooting in March 2019, which killed 51
people across two mosques, was carried out by white supremacist terrorist, Brenton Tarrant, who
released a manifesto titled “The Great Replacement” (Anti-Defamation League, 2021). The
Walmart shooting in El Paso, Texas in August 2019, which killed 23 people and wounded almost
two dozen, was carried out by white supremacist terrorist, Patrick Crusius, who released a
manifesto referencing the great replacement and a “Hispanic invasion” (Anti-Defamation
League, 2021). The most recent in the ongoing string of mass shootings by a white supremacist
terrorist occurred in May 2022 in the predominantly Black east side of Buffalo, New York,
which resulted in the deaths of 10 people after the mass-murderer made a post online claiming
that the soon to be victims were trying to ethnically replace Whites (Confessore & Yourish,
2022). The sentiments forwarded in many of the manifestos and justifications of these white
supremacist terrorists stem from various strains of scientific racism, including the belief in races,
racial hierarchy, and racial purity.
Discussion on replacement theory is not limited to the “digital fever swamps of Reddit
message boards and semi-obscure white nationalist sites,” or alt-right radicalization boards on
4chan and 8chan, rather, it often finds itself proliferated by mainstream right-wing politicians
and talking heads (Confessore & Yourish, 2022). Tucker Carlson, a prominent right-wing talking
head from the ever popular Fox News, was found to have amplified and advocated replacement
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theory no less than 400 times between 2016 and 2021, as well promoting that white people are
discriminated against while minimizing racism against people of color in no less than 600
episodes (The New York Times, 2022). Replacement theory rhetoric has also been echoed and
championed by other prominent right-wing officials, especially former President Donald J.
Trump, who ran largely on the campaign promise to ‘build a wall’ to keep immigrants from
‘invading’ (Confessore & Yourish, 2022).
Trump’s racist rhetoric was not confined to promoting replacement theory either, as he
made significant contributions to stoking Anti-Asian biases in conjunction with the COVID-19
pandemic, devising popular phrases like the ‘China virus’ and the ‘Kung flu’ (Salcedo, 2021).
Prior to Trump’s Twitter posts promoting these phrases, the dominant tag used to refer to
COVID-19 was ‘#covid-19’ but after became ‘#chinesevirus’ (Salcedo, 2021). Pair these
remarks with the historical and contemporary racist association between Asians and disease (see
Figure 6) and the sharp spike in hate crimes against Asian-Americans—up by 339% between
2020 and 2021, suddenly fails to be a surprise (Yam, 2022).
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(a)

(b)

Figure 6. (a) “Rough on Rats” (Forbes Co. Boston, 1880s) (b) “Chinese Take Out” (Garrison,
n.d.)
The images in Figure 6 exemplify a historical and contemporary example of Anti-Asian
visual rhetoric. Figure 6a depicts a racist caricature of a Chinese man eating a live rat on a
pesticide box from the 1880s. Figure 6b is a political cartoon penned by the alt-right cartoonist,
Ben Garrison, depicting a ‘Chinese’ dragon eating a plate full of diseased animals and a
coronavirus. The associated text from Garrison’s comic shown in Figure 6b states:
The Chinese eat a great variety of animals, which can be found in ‘wet meat’ markets
throughout the country. Various viruses can mutate and jump among species and then get
transferred to humans. The Chinese authorities themselves say it could have originated at
a seafood market where illegal transactions of wild animals were occurring.
Such wet markets offer a mix of a great many species including crocodiles, ostriches,
donkeys, kangaroos, snakes, badgers, peacocks, camels, salamanders, wolves, koalas,
dogs, cats, turtles and incredibly enough, bats! Apparently some people in China will eat
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just about anything. Worse, the animals involved are often mistreated or even tortured (to
bring out the flavor). It’s sick behavior and while it may not be scientific, there’s a certain
amount of karma involved when nature strikes back with viruses.
Garrison’s vitriol towards Chinese people echoed in his work is derived from a long
history of scientific racism that associates Asian people with disease. The inclusion of his comic
serves to demonstrate that scientific racism does not exist in a vacuum, but instead worms its
way into general society, informing the opinions of racists and lending credibility to racism
under the guise of science.
Combatting Scientific Racism
Scientific racism, from its historical roots to its contemporary branches and rotten fruits,
is arguably a greater plague upon humanity than any virus. To delineate all of the negative
effects of scientific racism is certainly a feat on its own, but after the threat has been identified,
how can it be addressed? First, it may benefit to identify what current science actually has to say
about race and biology.
The current traditional models used to depict the relationships between human
populations are tree-like diagrams called phylogenies (see Figure 7). These phylogenies attempt
to illustrate the genetic and evolutionary heritage of the human populations being analyzed and
compare them to an outgroup—usually our closest living relative, the chimpanzee. Each
population in this traditional phylogeny is also treated as a discrete unit that has not interacted or
reproduced with any member of any other human lineage. Unfortunately, these depictions tend to
place African populations closer physically and phylogenetically to our primate relatives,
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suggesting that African populations are more closely related to chimpanzees than other human
populations.

Figure 7 A standard phylogeny of human populations (Herron & Freeman, 2014)
In reality, no human population is more related to chimpanzees and primates than any
other human population. As well, human populations are more closely related to each other than
traditional models would suggest. Take the Trellis model for example (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Trellis phylogeny of human populations (Templeton, 2002)
Templeton’s Trellis model serves well to depict the often understated or missing
component of human phylogenies—admixture (2002). Human populations have been
intermingling and admixing via reproduction for nearly 2 million years and have at no point
slowed down to the point of speciation between populations (Templeton, 2002). The Trellis
model is an overall great improvement for the depiction of human phylogenies, but in one regard
still falls short by depicting Africa as a monolithic group while breaking up Europe and Asia into
Northern and Southern population groups (see Figure 8).
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The irony in depicting Africa as a monolith is that the African continent actually carries
greater genetic diversity than the rest of all other human populations combined (Campbell &
Tishkoff, 2008). The lower degree of genetic diversity in non-African populations can be
explained by the founder effect (see Figure 9) which according to the National Human Genome
Research Institute, can be defined as follows:
A founder effect, as related to genetics, refers to the reduction in genomic variability that
occurs when a small group of individuals becomes separated from a larger population.
Over time, the resulting new subpopulation will have genotypes and physical traits
resembling the initial small, separated group, and these may be very different from the
original larger population. A founder effect can also explain why certain inherited
diseases are found more frequently in some limited population groups. In some cases, a
founder effect can play a role in the emergence of new species.
In Figure 9 we can see that the original larger population of humans was based in subSaharan Africa, and the smaller subpopulation diverged from there to the rest of the world,
ultimately resulting in greater genetic diversity within African populations than without.
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Figure 9. Divergence of human populations from a shared sub-Saharan African origin
(Campbell & Tishkoff, 2008)
With the significant degree of admixture between human populations, it begs
contemplating why phylogenies are used to depict human variation at all. While phylogenies are
used to depict relationships between organisms at all levels, including the population level, the
use of phylogenies to depict relationships between human populations is problematic and often
misleading. Phylogenies encourage its readers to think of each branch as a discrete, immutable
category. They lack the ability to display the myriad of nuances in population dynamics and
interactions. When applied to human populations, the overly simplistic depiction of these
relationships can lend credence to scientific racism and white supremacy by suggesting that
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human populations, which are often categorized by race or ethnicity in these figures, are discrete
groups that do not exchange genes just as speciated organisms would not.
Human populations have been admixing for tens of thousands of generations across the
globe (see Figure 10). Figure 10 presents a unified genealogy of ancient and modern human
genomes and the paper it is attached to demonstrates that admixture between human populations
has spanned from archaic to modern times (Wohns, et al., 2022). The paper demonstrates some
of the capabilities of current computational and modeling abilities that could offer a more
nuanced insight into the evolutionary history of the human species (Wohns, et al., 2022).

Figure 10. Inferred human ancestral lineages from 50,000 generations ago (Wohns, et al., 2022)
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Conclusions
Evolutionary biology is a field of science that has both shaped and been shaped by racism
and white supremacy. Many of its prominent contributors played significant roles in providing
the foundations for scientific racism in fields such as Social Darwinism and eugenics. These
fields of thought have not only influenced public sentiment by encouraging racism but have also
created tangible, long-lasting harm for populations of humans that are not a part of the dominant
paradigm. It is also the unfortunate truth that the harm that is done is often irreparable, usually as
a result of racist ideals which often culminate into genocide by means including mass
sterilization or outright murder. Even in areas that are influenced by scientific racism which do
not terminate in genocide, hate, prejudice, and bias are fostered for non-White groups, resulting
in poorer health outcomes and institutional violence. Considering evolutionary biology’s
historically significant role in nurturing scientific racism, it is also part of evolutionary biology’s
current duty to rectify the multitude of harmful attitudes and beliefs it has fostered. Evolutionary
biology cannot ignore its racist past without facilitating a racist future, and therefore must not
only put in the work to recognize the harm it has perpetuated as a field, but also work to rectify
that harm. Individuals within and without the field of evolutionary biology would also be served
well to continue to educate themselves and others about the unveiled history of evolutionary
biology, scientific racism, and their effects on the world at large (see Further Reading). By
actively working to rectify the injustices perpetuated by scientific racism co-opting authority of
evolutionary biology, a path towards tangible change—not only in science and medicine, but
also the social sphere in which we all live can be established. Although the injustices and wrongs
of the past cannot be erased overnight, the journey towards reparations must be initiated so that
the future of science and evolutionary biology can begin improving the human condition, rather
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than impeding it. The role of evolutionary biology in our understanding of human race has
traditionally contributed to the harm of marginalized groups and in order to rectify the damage it
has wrought on humanity; it must first exorcise the racist ghosts that haunt it.
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